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Responses to Comment Submission 25,  
Letter from Preston A. Sleeger, U.S. Department of the Interior,  

Office of Environmental Policy and Compliance 
 
 
 

25-1. The biological assessment for this project addresses the 
significance of impacts to threatened, endangered, or sensitive 
species (see Appendix D of this Final EIS).  The transmission line 
project and power project are not expected to result in significant 
impacts to wildlife and fish.  The factors that affect the population 
of animals include availability of nesting and feeding habitat, 
water, weather, visual or audible disturbance, and hazards.  The 
project would result in little permanent loss of habitat and 
insignificant health impacts to air and water.  The hazard presented 
by the transmission line would be largely ameliorated by the 
identified mitigation measures. 

25-2. Specific effects on the Wallula Habitat Unit were described on the 
following pages of the Draft EIS:  
 
— water, page 3.3-8;  
— wildlife, pages 3.6-10 through 12 and pages 3.6-14 and 15;  
— fisheries, page 3.7-9;  
— recreation, pages 3.10-10, 14, 22, 25, and 26;  
— visual, pages 3.11-8, 16, 22, and Figure 3.11-13;  
— cultural resources, pages 3.14-9 through 11; and  
— transportation, pages 3.15-12 and 21.   
 
In addition, the descriptions of general impacts of construction and 
operation of transmission lines on air quality, soils, water quality, 
vegetation, noise, human health, and cumulative effects in their 
respective sections can be applied to the area affected by the 
transmission line traversing the Wallula Habitat Unit.  The 
document would become quite lengthy if all the effects were 
described for each individual landowner.  Instead, the EIS groups 
impact discussions by resource impacted.   
 
The relationship between McNary National Wildlife Refuge and 

Wallula Habitat Unit was described in Table 3.10-1 on 
page 3.10-22 and in Table 3.10-2 on pages 3.10-25 and 26.   

25-3. Informal consultation has been initiated and a biological 
assessment submitted to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (see 
Appendix D of this Final EIS).  A “no effect” determination for 
listed fish resulted in the biological assessment not requiring 
National Marine Fisheries Service concurrence. 

25-4. A biological assessment has been prepared by Entrix, Inc., 
following guidance and supervision from Bonneville (see 
Appendix D).  Bonneville has reviewed the biological assessment 
and is participating in consultation to ensure the requirements of 
Section 7 compliance are attained.  Bonneville contributed funding 
to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service specifically to aid in 
evaluating the impacts of this and other transmission line projects 
and allow for consultation and completion of Section 7 
requirements. 

25-5. The adjective “nominal” in this case was not used to describe or 
quantify the environmental impacts of the project.  Nominal refers 
to the expected power output of the plant, rather than the design 
capacity of the plant, often referred to as “nameplate” rating.   

25-6. Trees and shrubs that hinder safe operation during construction 
activities or safe operation of the transmission line would be 
removed.  Some trees could be removed near the towers that would 
be located adjacent to the Walla Walla River for construction 
access.  Bonneville does not anticipate that trees would be cleared 
along the river banks. 

25-7. Information about the evaporation ponds has been added to 
Section 3.3 in Chapter 3 of this Final EIS.  Two 11-acre 
evaporation ponds would be used to evaporate the concentrated 



Wallula Power Project Final EIS  Responses to Comment Submission 25 
August 2002  Page 2 

brine produced by the evaporator (brine concentrator).  Each pond 
would be lined to prevent infiltration of the water into the ground.  
The liner would consist of a 2-foot-thick soil layer, over a 60-mil 
HDPE liner, over a 2-foot-thick clay, bentonite, or geomembrane 
layer.  Underlying this would be a leakage detection and collection 
system consisting of filter sand with piping and sumps to collect 
and monitor any leakage through the overlying liner system.  
Below the filter sand would be a 30-mil liner to prevent any 
leakage from infiltrating into the underlying soils.  This leakage 
detection system would be monitored by facility personnel to 
ensure the integrity of the evaporation pond liners.  Concentrated 
brine from the evaporators would be transferred directly to the 
evaporation ponds.  The sludge collected in the ponds would be 
periodically removed and disposed in a licensed landfill. 

25-8. All reasonably foreseeable future actions are being evaluated for 
the design of the McNary Substation expansion.  The design for 
the entry into the substation will take into account the John Day-
McNary line and other projects that are currently known, in order 
to limit the need to reconfigure later.  This is a difficult task with 
several power generation projects proposed in the area and some of 
them being delayed or withdrawn.   

25-9. Text from the Cooperative Agreement is included in Section 3.10 
in Chapter 3 of this Final EIS. 

25-10. Before commencing any construction on property under the 
jurisdiction of the Corps, Bonneville will submit to the Corps a 
permit application including copies of the layout, plans, and 
designs, and a statement regarding the primary purpose of the 
intended use for the proposed facilities.  Construction activities 
would not start until the Corps has furnished a permit or 
authorization to Bonneville approving the construction and use of 
the property. 

25-11. The Corps has the authority to grant land easements even if the 
affected property was originally set aside to mitigate for an earlier 
project. 

25-12. The project location map has been updated to show the off-site 
parcel that would be used to offset particulate emissions (the Wake 
property).  See Figure 1-1 in Chapter 1 of this Final EIS.  The 
offset area consists of one large parcel southwest of the plant on 
the west side of the Columbia River.   

25-13. A discussion of the potential impacts resulting from the change in 
pumping of the Boise Cascade fiber farm wells from the current 
seasonal fluctuations in withdrawal rates to a relatively steady 
withdrawal rate was included in Section 3.3.2.2 of the Draft EIS 
under the subheading “Effects on the Gravel Aquifer.”  Minor 
clarifications to this section are shown in Chapter 3 of this Final 
EIS.  In summary, the total amount of pumping would be reduced 
so less water would be used overall.  During the irrigation season 
the amount of water used would be less, resulting in less 
drawdown of the aquifer during the period when it is most heavily 
used.  During the remainder of the year the use would be increased 
somewhat, but this would not likely affect other water users 
because of the low overall demand from the shallow aquifer during 
that time. 

25-14. Construction impacts to wetlands would be avoided.  The applicant 
is treating all wetlands along the western edge of the project site as 
jurisdictional.  The wetlands have been delineated with buffer 
widths set in compliance with the Department of Ecology’s 
guidelines as well as the Walla Walla County Critical Areas 
regulations.  The Corps regulates fill and discharge into wetlands.  
No fill will be placed in these wetlands and no discharge to surface 
waters will occur from this project.   

25-15. The applicant has provided funding to a private third party to 
restore and enhance approximately 145 acres of riparian habitat 
along the Walla Walla River in cooperation with the Department of 
Ecology. 
 
Section 3.4.5 has been updated to locate the proposed planting of 
145 acres of riparian habitat with native trees along the lower reach 
of the Walla Walla River (see Chapter 3, Section 3.4 of this Final 
EIS).  The details regarding the riparian enhancement would be 
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contained in the agreement between Ecology and the property 
owners. 

25-16. Thank you for your comment. 

25-17. Mitigation has been changed to reflect this concern.   

25-18. Concerning shrub-steppe habitat replacement, the jurisdictional 
authorities would determine the required ratios, if any.  The 
Settlement Agreement between the applicant and WDFW 
addresses these issues. 

25-19. Please refer to the mitigation measures in Appendix A under 
“Revegetation/Habitat Restoration.”  See also response to 
comments 25-23 and 25-33.   

There are likely to be effects on the sage sparrow.  Research 
indicates that it usually does not respond well to habitat 
fragmentation.  However, additional, more comprehensive research 
is needed to fully understand the effects of habitat fragmentation 
on area-sensitive birds.  The sage sparrow is the most common bird 
mentioned in the research, with the sage thrasher, loggerhead 
shrike, grasshopper sparrow, and Brewer’s sparrow also showing 
up to a lesser extent in a few studies. 

It would be difficult to quantify how much area around a tower 
might be affected.   

There are many effects of fragmentation on breeding populations 
of area-sensitive birds.  Most notably, research suggests that some 
birds are area-limited and nest only in relatively large patches of 
shrub-steppe habitat.   In addition, fragmented habitat can lead to 
edge effects, increased predation and parasitism, and reduced 
demographic success (Johnson and Igl 2001, Haegen et al. 1999).  
We could not find any documentation that the birds will avoid 
these structures.  

25-20. Please see response to comment 23-16. 

25-21. Please see responses to comments 20-4, 25-1, 25-23. 

25-22. Creating a quantitative model from survey data collected on the 
existing line will not likely result in an accurate estimate of 
mortality.  Mortality from collisions is site-specific based upon 
many factors.  Bird populations at any particular site vary from 
year to year and season to season.  Mortality estimates have been 
made in previous studies.  A conservative estimate of 0.3% of the 
total flights crossing a line can give us an estimate of expected 
mortality. 
 
The existing transmission line is a single conductor configuration 
with no groundwire.  This configuration will be upgraded to a 
configuration of three subconductors in a bundle during fall 2002.  
Two other site-specific studies of transmission line collisions 
(James and Haak 1979, Meyer 1978) observed no collisions with 
conductors when they were bundled in groups of three 
subconductors.  Almost 80% of the collisions observed were with 
groundwires.  The 21% of collisions that were observed with 
conductors were with conductors in bundles of two subconductors 
or a single subconductor.  The new configuration of the existing 
line may make it more visible to birds using the area than the 
current situation.   

25-23. Complete studies on bird mortality due to collisions with 
transmission lines have been conducted in the past.  A study on 
seven wetland sites in three locations in Washington and Oregon 
examined daylight and nighttime bird movements and conducted 
systematic dead bird searches (Meyer 1978).  This study concluded 
that the “overall biological and ecological impact of bird collisions 
was of little significance.”  This is not to say there will be no 
impacts.  Some mortality does occur, as your fieldwork has 
uncovered.  In Meyer’s study, all observed collisions on 500-kV 
lines were impacts on the groundwire above the conductors.  There 
were no bird strikes observed with the conductors themselves.  
This would suggest that placing the bird diverter devices on the 
groundwire would result in a significant drop in collisions.  This 
has been demonstrated in studies with bird diverter devices 
(APLIC 1994).  A comparison study of a similar line before and 
after a groundwire was removed indicated that mortality could be 
reduced 50 to 80% (Beaulaurier 1981).   
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Flight intensity on a 500-kV line of Delta configuration (as 
opposed to the flat configuration at Wallula) at Lower Crab Creek 
in Meyer’s study was approximately 530 birds crossing the line 
between one-half hour before sunrise and just after sunrise.  This is 
a comparable or higher number of birds than the intensity you have 
observed in your area.  Collision percentages vary by many factors 
and numbers ranging from 0.01% to 0.4% of total bird crossings 
have been used.  Bird flight during the night and during fog is a 
relatively low percentage of overall flight intensity.  Very little 
information about bird strikes during fog is available.  Bonneville 
is not willing to commit to a two-year study at this time.  Please 
see also response to comment 25-33. 

25-24. There would be an increased risk of bird collisions with the taller 
transmission structures, particularly with the inclusion of a 
groundwire on the new line.  A higher level of mortality would be 
likely, although the number is difficult to estimate without 
knowing the species, number, and flight patterns of migratory birds 
through this area.  The location of the segment where taller towers 
are being considered is predominantly dry farmland and shrub-
steppe habitat well away from riparian corridors, which are 
common paths for migratory birds.  Overall bird use in studies of 
similar areas for potential wind generation farms was relatively 
low (Erickson et al. 2002).   

25-25. The visual simulations do include the 175-foot exhaust stacks and 
depict the fact that they would not be completely screened from 
distant views (text in Section 3.11.3.1 indicates that the top one-
third of the stacks would be visible).  Please see Section 3.11 in 
Chapter 3 of this Final EIS for text updates and newly created 
visual simulations of the proposed transmission line. 

25-26. Please see response to comment 25-1.  We would estimate bird 
strike mortality at a conservative 0.3% of the local bird population.  
Approximately 120 miles of new transmission line in the G-9 
projects being considered (not including Starbuck) are paralleling 
or replacing existing transmission towers and conductors.  Birds 
using these local areas where there are existing lines already 
experience a transmission line hazard.  The addition of another line 
is not expected to appreciably change the existing mortality rate 

from collisions and therefore would not create a large increase in 
the cumulative impact.  There are, however, approximately 172 
miles of new transmission line that would be in a new right-of-way 
corridor or create a change to the height of existing lines.  These 
lines are likely to cause some unavoidable mortality to birds due to 
collisions.  All 292 miles would have an impact on habitat from 
clearing vegetation for towers and line pulling equipment.   

25-27. Based on research currently underway, the likelihood is low that 
additional wind turbines will significantly affect local bird 
populations.  Many improvements have been made in the siting, 
design, and construction of wind turbines that have greatly reduced 
avian mortality (Erickson et al. 2002).  In addition, Bonneville is 
currently helping to develop improved technology for monitoring 
bird collisions in cooperation with the Edison Electric Institute.  
Please also see response to comment 23-16 and 25-33. 

25-28. See Appendix A for updated text under Wetlands and Vegetation. 

25-29. Efforts will be made to use native species in seed mixtures.  At 
times, introduced species may be considered since they are better 
suited for erosion control or they are competitive against noxious 
weeds.   

25-30. Mitigation has been amended.  Please see Wildlife mitigation 
under Construction Timing and Construction Avoidance Areas in 
Appendix A. 

25-31. The proposed flat configuration towers would be located adjacent 
to an existing segment of the Lower Monumental-McNary 
transmission line that has flat configuration towers.  The existing 
Lower Monumental-McNary transmission line has delta 
configuration towers for most of the rest of its length.  Delta 
configuration towers carry the conductors at a slightly different 
height and formation than flat configuration towers.  It would be 
best to match the new towers and conductors as closely as possible 
to the height of the existing line to lessen the risk of bird collisions.  
Therefore, delta configuration towers are a better choice for the 
majority of the new transmission line. 
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25-32. Bird diverters would be spaced at the optimal spacing prescribed 
by the manufacturer or per Bonneville’s standard design which is 
dependent on span length.  There are many brands of bird diverters 
available and it is not known at this time the brand that would 
actually be purchased and installed.  One potential source is the 
Dulmison Bird Diverter, which recommends optimal spacing of 
5 meters (approximately 15 feet) apart to maximize the reduction 
in bird collisions. 

25-33. Bonneville is currently helping to develop improved technology 
for monitoring bird collisions in cooperation with the Edison 
Electric Institute.  Bonneville is providing funding and expertise in 
a study to test a bird strike indicator, a device clipped onto 
overhead groundwires to monitor and store electronic information 
about impacts with the wire.  Some of these devices will be tested 
this summer in areas of known bird strikes that have been 
previously studied in the Audubon Wildlife Refuge in North 
Dakota.  If they prove to be a useful tool, these devices will be 
placed for monitoring in the areas identified as having the highest 
need.  The McNary Wildlife Refuge could be considered as a site 
in the future.  Bonneville is not willing to commit to a two-year 
study of bird strike mortality at McNary Wildlife Refuge at this 
time. 

25-34. The requested information about wildlife surveys is provided in 
Appendix B of this Final EIS.   

25-35. The Draft EIS and response to comments in this Final EIS make a 
reasonable attempt to reveal all direct, indirect, and cumulative 
impacts in the project area. 

 




